In the wake of public sector reforms, the work environment of professionals is changing; there is more description of results and outputs and tighter requirements of front-line work. The changes taking place address a shift towards managerial forms of control and organizational regulations in a range of Western countries. However, the new managerial regimes have different consequences for professionals as objects and subjects of governance. This paper investigates the extent of managerial and administrative regulations in the Norwegian social services, questioning the asserted negative impacts on professional autonomy in social work practice. The empirical data derive from a survey conducted among practitioners and managers in 125 local agencies, and compared to bureaucratic rules and agency procedures that set constraints, the new management model allows both autonomy and flexibility in choosing means and measures in various fields. Most of all, collegial support plays a significant role in providing professional standards for decision-making. The increase of management techniques and standard procedures in public administration concurrently challenges social work values, translating the social services into a field of more regulatory practices.
Introduction
In general, public sector governance involves means of achieving direction, control and the coordination of individuals and organizational units on behalf of their common interest (Lynn et al., 2001) . However, the administrative tools and means have changed along with several shifts in management structures and welfare reforms.
Since the 1980s, a range of OECD countries have reformed their public services in line with the ideas of New Public Management (NPM), taken from private business and economic theories (Hood, 1991 1 ; Christensen & Laegreid, 2001 ). The changes described address a shift towards managerial forms of control and organizational regulations in most of the Western countries, including an increase in managing professional discretion (Healy & Meagher, 2004; Clark, 2005; White, 2009) . The work environment of welfare services is changing, thus resulting in more prescriptions of policy, increased management of aims and methods, and more regulation and control of procedures, outputs and costs (Clark, 2005) . The trend towards the increasing standardization and regulations of practice also represents a shift in management and organization of social work practice (Harris & White, 2009; Banks, 2013) .
Social workers are often characterized as street-level professionals, working in hierarchical public service organizations and within frameworks of rules. They provide public services, legitimize political decisions and new policies, and buffer social conflicts. As street-level professionals, they are characterized as mediators between the state and its citizens, playing a double role as objects and subjects (actors) of governance 2 (Kuhlman, 2006) . Since public governance involves means of achieving the direction, control and coordination of individuals and organizational units, professionals become objects of managerial regimes and new policies for public service delivery. As subjects, however, the professionals play a key role in the translation and interpretation of social policy objectives into service deliveries (Hill, 2005; Hill & Hupe, 2008) . The front-line workers have to interact with-and make decisions about the clients, determine eligibility claims, make options and decide the course of action, characterized as agents of welfare (Jewell, 2007) . In their role as institutional agents, professionals have to define, interpret and fulfil the ambitions of government policies and welfare reforms (Scott, 2008) .
The binary role of street-level bureaucrats as objects and subjects is embedded in the Norwegian labour and welfare services, reflecting the political administrative control on the one hand, and the local-and professional autonomy on the other. Working in the frontline, they are key players participating in decision-making regarding what services to provide, and how to respond to various issues that arise (Hjõrne et al., 2010) . Even so, the extent to which technical subordination has occurred in social work practice is much debated in terms of whether discretion is still part of everyday decision-making (Harris & White, 2009 ).
Theorists disagree as to the extent that public service reforms and managerial regulations have changed the autonomous position of professionals and restricted their opportunities for making independent decisions (Evans & Harris, 2004) . This paper investigates the degree of managerial and administrative regulations, as well as the constraints and challenges of public governance for social work practice within the structural frames of the Norwegian social services. A main issue is to examine the perceived autonomy of social workers as agents of welfare translating policies into practice, and as objects to various forms of organizational and internal occupational control.
The Norwegian social services and welfare reform
As in several other countries the pressure to increase the capacity and efficiency of public administration and governance has led to organizational public reforms. In Norway, the former National Insurance Administration and the Norwegian Directorate of Labour merged into one central governmental administration (NAV) in partnership with the municipal social assistance services in 2006. The intention of the reform was to bring about a "one-door" policy through a coordination of the three former administrations (NOU 2004:13) . The partnership model aimed to combine the principles of local selfgovernment and the ministerial responsibility in order to improve the cooperation and coordination between services (Askim et al., 2010) . 3 The primary goals were to get clients off welfare and into work, to create a more efficient administrative apparatus and to make the administration more service oriented (Prop. 46 (2004 (Prop. 46 ( -2005 .
The reform implies a change towards the whole-of-government approach that has taken place in several countries as a means to achieve shared goals and performance regulation, in addition to bringing about an increased quality of service . One main intention was to establish comprehensive, integrated and seamless services based on the collaboration level between the governmental employment and insurance services, and the social assistance services. Since the reform was politically designed with a minimum of specific goals, it had to be translated into concrete procedures and routines by local administrators (Askim et al., 2010) . The transformation of integrated services into the new joint administration therefore called for managerial interventions, whereas local managers were granted a key function in implementing the reform, and became responsible for the coordination of services and the promotion of the changes required.
The trained core of social workers who administer the Norwegian Social Services is responsible for both financial assistance and assistance in kind. 4 Different from many other countries, the functions of cash allocation and social work are not separate.
According to the enactment of the Social Services Act in 1991, the purpose is to promote financial and social security, to improve the living conditions of disadvantaged persons and to prevent social problems. The financial assistance is means-tested, and only granted when the clients have utilized their possibilities to obtain income from work or other social insurance benefits. The social assistance services shall provide a final safety net for individuals in need by ensuring adequate resources and helping clients to become self-supporting. During the reform, a new qualification programme related to social services (KVP) was introduced, targeting the social assistance recipients with substantially reduced work and earning capacity and limited rights to other benefits.
The programmes make new demands on the social assistance services to judge and control the behaviour of the recipients of social assistance, as well as to strictly follow-up with these recipients. Social workers are to assess their clients' resources and workcapabilities before attending training programmes and to make individual choices regarding the use of activation requirements and sanctions.
Professional autonomy and discretionary power of front-line workers
Professions administer a certain type of knowledge in a collegial form of organization with political legitimacy to perform a certain social assignment (Grimen, 2008) . As a result of being professionally trained, the practitioners traditionally possess autonomy in their performance of work, having the authority to make independent decisions on certain technical issues such as what tasks to perform, how to carry them out and what the aim of the work should be. Professional autonomy 5 refers to the freedom of the professional practitioner to make choices and decisions about how to act (Banks, 2004) .
According to Freidson (2001) , professional employees possess technical autonomy or the right to use discretion and judgement in the performance of their work within certain limits set by the management's resource allocation decisions. Discretion occurs whenever "the effective limits on his [the public official's] power leave him free to make a choice among possible courses of action or inaction" (Davis, 1969:4) . In the public welfare services, professionals are formally allocated the freedom to make independent decisions by the authorities, having the official approval to decide a social right or entitlement (Evans, 2010) . Hence, deliberate choices regarding policy and governance are influencing social work practice (Hupe & Hill, 2007) . Traditionally, the delegation is based on the assumption that the trustee is capable of passing judgement and making reasonable decisions (Molander & Grimen, 2010) . Professional judgement involves the capacity to balance a number of aspects and conditions when making decisions and prescribing the adequate actions to be taken (Styhre, 2013) .
Professional decision-making and discretionary judgements therefore depend on both the capacity to cognitively process existing information while simultaneously drawing on past experiences. Discretion may potentially serve as an entry point for an unjust and unequal treatment or alternatively permit the tailoring of more equitable and humane responses in accordance with social work values (Fording et al., 2007) .
Modes of governance and new tools of management
According to analysts of public administration, different modes of governance may affect and regulate street-level practice. Some relate to governance structures, and others to specific conditions set by the organization and the professions they belong to (Vincant & Crothers, 1998) . Evetts (2010) distinguishes between two ideal typical forms of professionalism, involving organizational and occupational control of knowledge-based work in the service sector. The organizational form of control incorporates rational-legal forms of authority and hierarchical structures of responsibility. It also involves managerialism and external forms of regulations, standardized work procedures and accountability measures. In contrast, occupational control is characterized by collegial relations and authority, guided by codes of ethics and professional norms in terms of advice given by fellow workers through collective decision-making and discussions within work teams (Svensson, 2010) . Based on this assumption, various modes of governance and conditions may influence and regulate social work practice in different ways.
Organizational governance involves different modes in terms of traditional administration and New Public Management reforms. The governance strategies often termed "Progressive public administration" (Hood, 1991) or "hierarchical governance" (Newman, 2005) rest on formal rules of law to secure welfare rights and the equal treatment of citizens, designed to minimize programmatic variation by rule-making, and to increase efficiency and centralize the control often utilized in large public bureaucracies. According to this traditional hierarchical approach, management relies upon minute regulations, administrative routines and standardized forms to exercise a structuring influence on the way the rules and situations are handled (Considine & Lewis, 2010) . The organizational control may occur as codified bureaucratic rules and descriptions and built-in technical systems such as standardization of the work process. The intention is to regulate practice and shape the actual decision-making in congruence with official policy (Hupe & Hill, 2007) .
The governance strategies of New Public Management mark a departure from the traditional public administration premises of command control and bureaucratic norms, turning instead to approaches largely constructed around inducements (Brodkin, 2007; . The changes are characterized by managerial control through tighter requirements of front-line staff, budgetary controls and administrative procedures (Pollit & Bouchaert, 2004; Hood, 1991) , concurrently creating more discretionary space for managers (Clarke & Newman, 1997) . The new managerial strategies aim to influence how street-level organizations work, partly by regulating front-line practices through performance-based incentives. The introduction of performance measurements is supposed to gain control over the service production by relying upon standardized forms that may currently curb and regulate front-line discretion. The shift involves a different conception of public accountability, thereby reversing the emphasis from process accountability towards a greater element of accountability in terms of results. (Hood, 1991) is characterized by privatization, marketization and manageralism, as well as decentralization and devolution (Christensen & Laegreid, 2001) . The ideology of NPM is a normative system that determines what counts as valuable knowledge, and who is consequently empowered to act in what ways (Brodkin, 2011) . The ideas reflect a new set of relationships at the front-line service delivery, including a trend towards an increasing standardization and regulation of practice and the imposition of externally defined output targets (results), making both staff and job seekers more responsive to policy goals (Banks, 2013) .
New Public Management (NPM)
The introduction of New Public Management (NPM) reforms is described by Hood (1991) as a shorthand set of broadly similar administrative doctrines. However, the relative dominance of the NPM reform ideas varies in different countries. In Norway, the management elements are adopted more than market elements (Christensen & Laegreid, 2001) . As with many other countries, management by objectives and results (MBOR) is the most widely used public management style (Laegreid et al., 2006) . MBOR has supplemented the traditional rule-based mode of governance, and created an integrated model entailing bureaucratic procedures and performance management techniques. However, the Norwegian management model is characterized as a hybrid of traditional rule-oriented administration and New Public Management strategies and tools, enhanced as principles for steering street-level practice .
After the Norwegian national employment and welfare reform in 2006, performance management has become a dominant principle for steering and control, whereas performance indicators and reporting are major components of this system (ibid). The instruments for this purpose are achievement targets and performance indicators, aspects to promote organizational and managerial objectives. In order to increase effectiveness and improve results, strong leadership is required. Audit and inspection, as well as efficiency indicators, shall ensure that the political and organizational goals are fulfilled, making the welfare services more efficient and more responsive to the demands and preferences of consumers. In order to achieve concrete production targets, performance measurement tools are often used. The aim is to monitor the processing time and increase the number of activation placements and individual plans for the recipients of social assistance and qualification allowances. As a consequence, the role of welfare managers is strengthened in order to maintain budgets and monitor performance and quality of service, and thereby improve results. On the other hand, the NPM elements of devolution and more decentralized decision-making may have a positive impact on social work practice, when taking into account that professional discretion requires contextual knowledge (Lyngstad, 2013) . A participatory dialogue with service users may be a strategy to overcome an instrumental approach to social problems.
Professional standards and collective cognition
In accordance with institutional theory, cultural standards such as norms, professional standards and collective cognition will also affect social work practice. Unlike New Public Management based on rational-legal and hierarchical authority, while collegial authority is based on professional knowledge and ethics, and exercised by occupational practitioners (Svensson, 2010) . Social service workers develop shared norms and a collective understanding from daily experiences and professional knowledge to help shape their interpretation and provide a common standard for rational action. The professional expertise requires an application to individual cases based on a comprehensive approach and tools of analysis that provide guides for different types of interventions and provisions (Johnson & Yanca, 2001 ). This social process has structural implications for how the practitioners will carry out their designated tasks (Lenz, 2008) .
In the Norwegian welfare administration, social workers are included in a range of professional relationships with colleagues and co-workers in other parts of the administration. Working in the same collegial structure and settings, social workers are responsive to professional norms and ethical rules when consulting their colleagues about decisions in complex cases regarding social assistance services and interactions with clients. I therefore expect collegial advice and professional standards to affect social work practice by influencing the decisions made by practitioners in an enabling way.
Besides the organizational and occupational control, we assume that the work conditions of social workers have an important impact on practices, judgements and decisions taken at the frontline. Since resources, in terms of disposal time, measures and human resources, are often inadequate for the tasks they are supposed to fulfil, as the situation virtually impels workers and agencies to prioritize between demands and urgent cases. To cope with inadequate resources, work pressures and high caseloads, the front-line staff has to apply informal strategies and coping behaviour (May & Winter, 2009 ).
Data and variable constructions
The empirical data in this article come from a survey conducted among caseworkers and advisors employed in the Norwegian employment and welfare administration (NAV), counting both practitioners and local managers. The research was conducted during the spring of 2011 through a random sample comprising 25% of all the municipalities in Norway. 6 The respondents were front-line workers selected from the local NAV agencies situated in the randomly selected municipalities. To obtain a representative sample, the municipalities were stratified into two groups, based on a population size above or below 100,000 people, resulting in groups of five and 430 municipalities, respectively. A 25% sample of municipalities with a population below 100,000 people was randomly selected, and a 40% sample of the local district administrations in each of the municipalities with a population above 100,000 people was randomly selected.
The data are based on an online questionnaire survey, with a response rate of 60%
(1,758 respondents from the three services involved). The sample used in this analysis consists of 627 social workers (respondents) employed in the social assistance services, with a predominance of practitioners (85%) and a smaller group of local managers (15%). The gender distribution shows a predominance of female workers (83%). While the educational level and background of welfare workers in the other NAV services varies, the social services sample consists of trained social workers (professionals). The distributions show that the majority of the practitioners are responsible for handling cases and applications for social benefits (73%). Additionally, 41% of the respondents (practitioners) are responsible for the guidance, continuous observation and follow-up of recipients with special needs.
Dependent variables
The dependent variable captures the dimension of technical autonomy or the opportunity to make discretionary judgements and independent decisions in social work practice (Freidson, 1986 Both items are ranged on a 4-point scale from 1 ("disagree completely") through 4 ("agree completely"), and are highly correlated (r. = .487). In total, 64% "agreed" and 19% "agreed completely" in both statements. The mean score of the two variables are 3.00 and 3.01, respectively.
Independent variables
The following variables differentiate between the new managerial mechanisms (outputs and targets, work procedures and routines), the more traditional The two former questions were based on a 5-point scale ranging from 1 ("not at all") to 5 ("a very high degree"). The third statement, concerning work procedures, was based on a 5-point scale ranging from 1 ("not at all" ) to 5 ("always"), while the last statement was based on a 4-point scale ranging from 1 ("disagree completely") to 4 ("agree completely").
The research statements/questions asked concerning work conditions in terms of a lack of time and inadequate resources were:
 Do you lack the adequate resources needed to complete your tasks?  I have enough time to get the work done (disposal time).
The first question was based on a 5-point scale ranging from 1 ("never" to 5 ("always"), while the last statement was based on a 4-point scale ranging from 1 ("disagree completely") to 4 ("agree completely").
In addition, the dichotomous variable occupational position distinguishes between the two positions of managers and practitioners.
The research statement asked concerning occupational control in terms of peer influence and professional standards was:
The choices and judgements that I make are influenced by my colleagues
The respondents were asked to indicate to what extent they agreed with each statement, based on a five-point ranging from 1 ("not at all") to 5 ("always").
Method
To investigate the impact of various organizational and occupational modes of governance on social work practice, we use an Ordinary Least Square (OLS) regression, controlling for the independent variables referred to, and for individual characteristics (age, gender, position and work experience). In the linear regression analysis, the two following research variables: 1) "I have considerable freedom to decide how I will carry out my work" and 2) "I make many decisions on my own" are combined into one overall variable (additive index) called "professional autonomy". The two variables are highly enough correlated (r =.487) to ensure that they measure the same underlying attributes and fulfil the level of reliability required. The index is ranged from 2 to 8, and is treated as an interval level variable in the regression analysis.
In the analysis, position and gender, age and work experience are included as control variables. "Individual age" and "years of practice" are continuous variables, whereas the variables "gender" and "position" are dichotomies (0-1). A preliminary analysis was conducted to ensure no violation of the assumptions of multi-collinearity.
Results
The questions and statements presented in the following table measure the degree of various organizational and occupational control mechanisms, as perceived by social workers in the Norwegian social services. Note: Originally, the responses varied on different scales from 1 to 5 and from 1 to 4. In the presented table, the response categories are recoded: "High degree" and "Often" combine the response categories 4 and 5, while "Low degree" and "Seldom" combine the categories 1 and 2 on the 5-point scales. "Agree" combine the categories 3 and 4, and "Disagree" combines the categories 1 and 2 on the 4-point scales.
As shown in Table 1 , most practitioners in the social services completely agree (91%) in being 'instructed to achieve results and production targets' (i.e. performance measurements) put forward by the central welfare administration. Moreover, social workers are subjected to a high degree to politically defined goals (77%). On the other hand, social workers report a higher level of administrative control by rules and directives (82%) than by work procedures and agency routines (53%). The findings confirm the demands for efficiency and management in service delivery, both in terms of performance measurements, administrative rules and procedures. With regard to work conditions, 37% of the workers "always" experience a lack of adequate resources to complete their tasks, and many disagree in relation to having enough disposal time to get the work done (70%). In addition, the choices and judgements of social workers are influenced by co-workers in many cases. According to the findings 60% report "to a certain degree", while 27% are "always" influenced by fellow colleagues.
Public governance constraints and regulations on front-line discretion
The OLS regression presented in the next table (2) shows how the various modes of governance embedded in the Norwegian welfare administration affect and regulate front-line practice. The dependent variable in this analysis is the additive index "professional autonomy", i.e. the sum of "freedom to decide how to carry out my work"
and "I make many decisions on my own." As shown in Table 2 , four out of 11 independent variables make a significant statistical contribution to the model. The extent of "bureaucratic rules and directives" and "agency work procedures and routines" are negatively related to the extent of the professional autonomy of social service workers, while managerial position and peer influence are positively related. The analysis indicates that the peer influence of colleagues seems to have an increasing impact on workers' choices and judgements. Furthermore, the local managers exercise a significantly higher level of autonomy due to their holding of administrative positions compared to practitioners. The variables intended to measure the impact of New Public Management techniques in terms of politically defined objectives and by results (performance measurement) are not significantly related to the professional autonomy of social workers. With regard to the work conditions, the coefficients of "inadequate resources" and "disposal time" are not statistically significant. Similar to the individual characteristics of gender and work experience, the inadequate conditions do not restrict workers' ability and freedom to make decisions.
In summary, the findings reveal that the traditional mode of governance has a negative and restrictive impact on professional autonomy in terms of rules and directives, whereas social work practice is not constrained by policy targets and performance management in a significant way (Table 2) .
Discussion and concluding remarks
Following the Norwegian employment and welfare reform, there has been a shift in the steering focus from the overall goals to details of control and increased bureaucracy (Byrkjeflot, Christensen, & Laegreid, 2011) . On the one hand, requirements are set for more efficiency and outputs defined in measurable and quantifiable performance indicators. On the other hand, the new management model allows for more autonomy and flexibility in the use of allocated resources, and in the choice of means and measures (Laegreid, Roness, & Rubecksen, 2006) . The findings of this study reflect this dichotomy. Although the social service workers experience different forms of organizational control and instructions to achieve production targets (Table 1) , they often make autonomous decisions about how to carry out their work (Table 2) . Despite the requirements for achieving results and predefined targets, the new management techniques do not restrict front-line workers' freedom to make independent decisions in a significant direction ( Table 2 ). The results indicate that the new management style (MBOR) allows practitioners to take more autonomous decisions than the other forms of traditional administration. The findings are both positive and negative in terms of professional autonomy. In the social services, discretion is regarded as necessary for a flexible and individualized treatment of clients to ensure that means are responsive to individual needs. In contrast, an extensive use of discretion in the application of laws and the provision of services can threaten the principles of predictability, legality and equal treatment, as well as making the democratic and political control more difficult (Banks, 2013) . In a positive direction, procedures and notes of guidance may provide more clarity and focus, thereby enabling front-line workers to be more inclusive in the way information is shared. Concurrently, the demands for more effective accountability mechanisms are steadily increasing. Acting according to standard procedures or guidelines therefore depends on the ability and willingness of professionals to justify their behaviour.
According to the analysis, holding a managerial position increases the probability of the discretionary power of local managers. The findings are in line with the "new wave management" that emphasizes the need for a high discretionary power for professional managers to achieve results (Hood, 1991) . During the reform, the managers became responsible for the coordination of services, and for achieving results and promoting the developmental changes required (Askim et al., 2010) . As managers, they are both accountable to the main efficiency targets and responsible for the quality of services provided by the modern welfare administration (Harris & White, 2009). It is assumed that the targets and performance measures are primarily frameworks for action, implying that they are not too detailed or prescriptive, while still leaving room for professional autonomy. Within the social services, steering by performance measurement indicators is limited, and only covers some of the main aspects of the agencies' work. This is part of the reason why they do not appear to constrain or threaten the professional autonomy in a significant way. In the welfare administration, concrete performance indicators and production targets are mostly delimited to quotas for placements in training and qualifications programmes, as well as for activation plans. To achieve the predetermined targets and quotas, the social workers have to follow-up claimants in order to assess and clarify their individual work capability and employability, and to implement sanctions in situations of non-compliance.
Activation targets in particular allow social workers to determine their own way of working towards the defined results. The scope for professional autonomy reported by social workers reflects the increase of activation strategies and measures embedded in the Norwegian policies and the new labour and welfare reform (Jessen & Tufte, 2014) . Following the main objectives of the reform, front-line workers are increasingly required to enforce activation policies and take measures towards clients, assessing and determining activation measures and sanctions, as well as eligibility claims.
Discretionary decision-making occurs not only because technical limitations are in place to monitor street-level performance, but also because professionals are required to develop a workable policy in practice (Evans, 2011) . Additionally, the activation measures are targeted at more groups than before, including long-term recipients of welfare benefits and social assistance with a substantially reduced work and earning capacity.
Discretionary power is intentionally granted to the front-line services to ensure that the assistance and means are responsive to individual needs, to decide upon the methods of intervention, the use of means and requirements and the frequency of client contact in each case. Hence, the work-related activity requires a close and binding follow-up in a contractual manner that involves professional autonomy.
Furthermore, the findings indicate that professional fellowship and collegial authority play a significant role in guiding and regulating social work practice. The collective knowledge and shared beliefs of colleagues working within the social services provide a framework and support for interpreting individual cases and events that may justify decisions and increase the consistency of discretionary judgement across workers. Professional standards provide a basis for understanding and defining the appropriateness of action or the justification for inaction (Sandfort, 2000) . Thus, the professional norms and ethical codes that influence and guide the practitioners' discretionary judgements may be more legitimate to social work practice than management measures and policy objectives.
Rules often embody matters of interpretation and discretionary choices concerning applications. Especially, in the cases of welfare benefits or services, where the rules are ambiguous or require complex assessments, the decision-making may involve simple interpretations in order to decide who satisfies the eligibility criteria (Lipsky, 1980) . However, the specification of rules in terms of guidelines and directions make the rights less discretionary by clarifying their entitlement clauses (Molander & Grimen, 2010) . In particular, the increase of standard operating work procedures influences the application of rules by limiting the professionals' scope in decision-making (Table 2) .
In order to decide the eligibility for the time limited Qualification Allowance, caseworkers are obliged to follow a computer-based standardized procedure 8 regulated by rules and regulations, assessing the clients' entitlements, disabilities and working capability.
However, the increase of rules, work procedures and guidelines may have practical and ethical implications. First, the demands for activation measures and quotas for placements may bring unintended consequences through skewed, informal and creaming practices as part of the front-line strategies to deal with their work (Brodkin, 2007; Lipsky, 1991) . In consequence, the social work approach is challenged by less tolerance towards benefit dependency and the demand for more control and stricter follow-up to ensure inclusion through conditional welfare and labour market activation.
Subjected to performance targets, the practitioner's focus may shift in order to fulfil the quotas numbers, pushing clients into qualification programmes and activation arrangements. As a result, the expanding use of predefined targets, quality standard procedures, standardized assessment forms, plans and contracts introduced in welfare services challenge the ability and opportunity for the individual practitioners to reflect on the ethics of individual choices and decisions Moreover, the focus for the follow-up of clients is increasingly work-oriented (Van Berkel & van der Aa, 2012; Thorén, 2008; Lorentz, 2001) . Front-line workers have to participate in decision-making regarding which activation services to provide and which sanctions to choose. To enable the (re)entry of unemployed people into active work, social workers become institutional agents expected to adopt a strict approach to the regulation they enforce, rather than to operate within a more flexible understanding (Considine & Lewis, 2010) . For this reason, the changing political climate and increasing welfare-to-work approach challenge social work practice by transforming the social services into a more regulatory work field.
The demands for a stricter follow-up and implementation of activation plans imply the use of more choices and discretionary judgements in front-line services. Social service workers are instructed to assess work ability, considering conditions and the utility of different activation means and work programmes. Concurrently, the assessment made for providing the appropriate type of activation services in terms of benefit and followup has become partly standardized, and based on a more structured procedure for collecting information than before. The changes involved indicate that conditional requirements and norms of self-support have become the legitimate institutional standard for the follow-up of applicants, making the social work approach less creative and more disciplinary.
As professionals, social workers are supposed to make independent decisions about the best available measures for each client. As part of the employment and welfare administration, social workers are "objects" accountable for reaching the adopted policy objectives, in accordance with the main reform targets. For this reason, the conflicting demands challenge the ability and opportunity for the individual practitioners to exercise discretion according to the ethical and technical standards of social work. Hood (1991: 3) lists seven overlapping precepts/components that appear in most discussions of NPM. Among these are "Hands on professional management" in the public sector and a stress on private sector styles of management practice, explicit standards and measures of performance, with a greater emphasis on output control, and a stress on a greater discipline and parsimony in resource use.
2) Public sector governance, including public management in a governance context, is defined as a "regimes of laws, rules, judicial decisions, and administrative practices that constrain, prescribe, and enable the provision of publically supported goods and services" (Lynn, Heinrich, & Hill, 2001, p.7) .
3) The Norwegian Parliament passed the NAV reform in 2005. In the following period from 2006 to the end of 2010 when the process was completed, a jointed front-line service was established in all municipalities. Overall, 457 local offices (one-stop shops) were established in each municipality (a total of 430). At the regional level, both administrative units and back-office units with special competencies were established, handling services defined as individual rights, primarily concerning pensions 4) Caseworkers employed in the social insurance and employment services are responsible for various benefits and supplements related to sickness and childbirth, unemployment, rehabilitation and disability, single parenthood, family and pension services, etc.
5) The term "professional autonomy" is related to the individual practitioner's freedom to act according to the professionally defined norms and standards of social work, which is different from the freedom to act in accordance with their own personal moral values and judgements about particular situations.
6) Since the data was collected in 2011, the tasks and area responsibility of the social services are mainly the same, including the qualification programme targeted at long-term recipients 7) Management by work procedures and routines also involves standardized procedures and managerial control.
8) The Qualification Allowance (QA) is granted for participation in a Qualification Programme targeted at long-term recipients of social assistance, whose rights to national insurance benefits are limited.
